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Thomson had read Clapeyron's exposition of Camot's
theory of heat engines, and had tried to find a copy of
Carnot's essay in Paris. He was profoundly impressed by
Carnot's brilliant reasoning, and the more because he had
thought about it in Paris during his youth. The intellectual
illuminations of his youthful thought by Fourier and Carnot
remained very bright throughout his long life. The light
he received from Carnot delayed his reception of illumina-
tion from Joule and prevented him from fully appreciating
Mayer. Apart from personal peculiar habits of thought,
Thomson was lacking in knowledge of the history of science
and sensitiveness to the sequence of the discovery of ideas.
In his youth this was not surprising, for his prodigious
intellectual activity before the age of thirty-five must have
left him little time for reading. His intellectual behaviour
in his later years shows, however, that his lack of historical
perspective was more probably due to the lack of a historical
sense than of mere distraction from the literature by the
press of original thoughts. Comparing Maxwell and
Thomson, Larmor writes: "Maxwell's genius was as
systematic as Thomson's was desultory/'
In 1848 Thomson published his theory of an absolute
thermometrical scale, before he fully believed in the possi-
bility of the conversion of heat into work. It was based
on the correct part of Carnot's investigation of the theory
of heat-engines. Carnot wished to discover the maximum
efficiency of a Watt steam-engine by calculating the maxi-
mum quantity of power that could be obtained from the
production of a defined quantity of heat in the boiler. By
analogy with the water-wheel, in which the moving sub-
stance falls from a high level through the wheel to a low
level, Carnot assumed that heat must fall through the heat-
engine from a high to a low temperature, operating the
machine during its passage. He assumed that the heat was
an indestructible fluid like water, and that it passed through
the heat-engine unchanged except in temperature, as the
water passes through the water-wheel unchanged, except in
height. He supposed that the water, which passed through
the engine in the form of steam, merely acted as the means

